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abstract.

celebration is an important part of living a fulfilled life. From significant milestone events like weddings and birthdays to smaller moments
of serendipity, the act of celebration is an affirmation of one’s place in
the world. Across cultures, communities have used festive textiles to
show an appreciation for their values and histories.
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In my research, I became interested in understanding how Black people have
used “Sunday Best” as a form of self-pride and appreciation. Since the 16th century, the Black church has laid a foundation for spiritual connection and resilience.
Sunday has been the one day out of the week where one could show one’s finest outfits and break from the routine of work and school. The church provides a
community that lifted spirits and served as the place to come together. Sounds of
laughter, dancing, and praise create an atmosphere of joy allowing people to feel at
peace and escape the worries of the world.
The phrase “Sunday Best” has been used to describe the tradition of getting
dressed up for church on Sundays and presenting one’s best self to God. Specifically, in the African American community, the role of the church has been a place
of organizing, development, creativity, and growth.
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As I began to explore the history of the church and significance of spirituality in the African
American community, I developed an interest in looking at the need for celebration daily.
In my textiles, I create fabrics and wallpaper that evoke the feeling of joy through color and
show an appreciation for the everyday act of celebration. Textiles have often been used in both
the environment and apparel as a way to develop narrative and tell stories about where someone has been and where they are going while also commemorating events that are viewed as
important in one’s life.

Yinka Shonibare’s “Feather Pink 1997 acrylic paint on fabric, 25 12x12 inch panels, 98x98 inches. (c)
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getting
dressed.
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I remember hearing my mom come down the hallway
singing at the top of her lungs. I covered my head with
my blanket just to get a few more seconds of sleep. Instead of an alarm clock, I could always depend on her
cheerful voice to wake me and my siblings out of bed
on Sunday mornings.
She opened the door as I would rise to meet her
with that same level of infectious excitement, grateful
to see another day. The mornings set the tone for the
day as we looked forward to being in community with
people who had the same desire to be encouraged and
look nice. It became part of a weekly routine I could
count on as the end to a successful week.
My sister and I shared closets which meant more
options to play around and have fun. Floral blouses,
tailored pants and pleated skirts were frequent choices
as we started to develop our own ways of putting outfits together. Dressing well was nonnegotiable because
we would definitely have to run upstairs to change or
add earrings if we were not presentable. Besides the
external appearance, this practice boosted our spirits
and gave us room to discover and share what we loved.

My mother and grandmother
circa 1980

A ttire in the A frican American community was a way to lift yoursel f up and show
that you believed that you had something important to contribute to society. Both individua l l y and col lectivel y, one’s choice of clothes on Sunday was a way to honor God
and the goodness he has shown in our lives.
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Week after week, we would look forward to seeing the outfits our friends would come
dressed in. Familiar faces who sat nearby often turned into extended family. Growing up in a
predominately African American neighborhood, I saw how dress changed throughout generations, but there was an overarching consensus that Sundays were reserved for nicer ensembles. Hats, gloves, jewelry, tights, matching bags and heels were bound to be seen on any given weekend. When Easter and Christmas came around, clothes were taken to another level
because it represented the birth and resurrection of Christ.
It was unheard of for older ladies to not wear hats and be dressed to the nines.
Being aware of what one had on showed an appreciation of self while encouraging people to
take pride in who they were. Sunday mornings were spent getting ready and setting the emotional tone for the day. The idea behind “Sunday Best” defined a way of living, not just a moment reserved for one day in the week.
Whether it was what was in the garments or how congregation members accessorized, there
was a sense of joy visually communicated through bright colors, metallic textures and expressive patterns. Being able to dress well relayed the sentiment expressed by singer and performance artist Solange1 that “when you take care of yourself, you’re a better person for others.
When you feel good about yourself, you treat others better.”
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1. Solange Knowles is a singer and style icon.
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As a child of immigrants in a culture that loves celebrating, how you presented yourself was
also a way to honor your cultural identity. In Nigeria, there are fifty-two different ethnic groups
with the main three being the Yoruba, Igbo, and Hausa. Before British missionaries arrived there
were many native spiritual practices in Nigeria. After the British missionaries, the Anglican
church became important in the daily routines of Nigerians as Christianity was for many Black
communities in the United States. From baby baptisms to celebration of life ceremonies, the influence of faith could not be denied. Outside of Sunday Service, the church was recognized as a
place for fellowship and community meetings.
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the historyof
sunday best
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The music got louder. The excitement filled the air. Dancing, laughter, and smiles filled
the halls as we approached the sanctuary. We were greeted with new and familiar faces
and songs of praise rose as we expressed gratitude for making it through another week.
The heart of giving and overwhelming sense of community made it impossible to not
smile from ear to ear when surrounded by an atmosphere of joy and inspiration. A sea of
color filled the seats as older women wore rhinestone-encrusted headties and hats, while
younger men and women dressed in colorful dresses, button ups and blazers. You could
feel the celebration just in how people were dressed, making it exciting to see the feeling
of love develop throughout time.
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In exploring the ways that different cultures have commemorated special moments,
my desire to look at how Black people have routinely celebrated themselves in the
everyday and during special occasions was sparked. I wanted to discover how communities have taken pride in owning who they are and what they value. That led me
to look at how imagery, memory, and storytelling were displayed in the nineteenth
and twentieth century. From the practice of getting dressed up for church on Sundays, celebrating yearly family reunions, and the wearing of aso-ebi in Yoruba culture, there is a longstanding tradition behind the ritual of getting dressed and the
joy of creating community through textiles.
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I learned that many elements of “Sunday Best” have analogues in African culture. The church hat has
a cultural significance that is similar to gele headties worn in Yoruba culture. The gele headtie is a pleated fabric worn on top of one’s head during church, and formal events. Beyond simply covering the head,
church hats are a statement piece that adorn one’s crown and symbolize triumph. In Nigeria culture, it is
customary to have aso ebi for formal events. Aso Ebi is defined as a “a uniform dress that is traditionally
worn in Nigeria and some West African cultures as an indicator of cooperation and solidarity during ceremonies and festive periods. The purpose of wearing the dress can be to serve as self-identification with
age mates, relatives or friends during social occasions or funerals. The word “aso” in Yoruba means cloth
and “ebi” means family.
The use of textiles and dress as methids pf communication goes back to the time of slavery in the
United States and in the Caribbean. Noel Leo Erskine, Professor of Theology at Candler School of Theology, notes that “the plantation church transcended their circumstances and created a church in the
service of liberation.” When enslaved people had lost a sense of tradition, language, and home, their collective desire to build and hold each other up was kept through call and response songs, spirituals, and
dance. Because enslaved people had limited access to writing and literature, fabrics became a visual story
of who they were, how they saw themselves, and how they wanted to be seen.
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Picking out what to wear the night before with the anticipation of the next day was common
on Saturday evenings. Lurex fibers, shiny ornamentation, ruffles, and delicate embroideries told a story of beauty and visually indicated that one’s attire was not simply a plain outfit.
Dating back to the nineteenth century, the practice of dressing up for church came from the
Victorian era – a time when the etiquette of what should be worn was determined by where
that individual was going.
Initially, the act of getting dressed up was reserved for the wealthy as clothes often indicated
the separate spheres of class. Advancements made during the Industrial Revolution created
access for people who would otherwise not have had the opportunity to afford certain fabrics.

Portraits from Dawoud Bey’s “Street Portraits” series

Yinka Shonibare’s “Feather Pink 1997 acrylic paint on fabric, 25 12x12 inch panels, 98x98 inches. (c)
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The Black church was a place of healing, resilience and restoration.
Women particularly felt a sense of pride reflected in the act of presenting themselves in
a clean and orderly manner. In Dawoud Bey’s Street Portraits series, each of the young ladies
photographed speak to the generational impact of beauty and presentation.
By documenting these ladies in photos, Bey immortalizes their presence,
creating a piece of history.

Beauty in the Black community goes deeper than appearance. The desire to express oneself
came from genuine gratitude for life and a sense of relief from the week’s worth. Throughout
the twentieth century, people found ways to make the best out of what they could. In the Journal of Southern History, Stephanie M. H. Camp notes that, “By the nineteenth century, most
Americans believed that they could know a great deal about a person simply by looking. The
visual signs of racial identity - skin color, hair texture, facial features - were widely assumed
to be linked to character and destiny.” It was important to look your best - not only because it
was a way to express pride in one’s self and heritage but because the manner in which something or someone was presented impacted the level of respect received. By instilling the values
of self-respect early, women were able to build themselves up and affirm themselves outside of
Sundays.

Yinka Shonibare’s “Feather Pink 1997 acrylic paint on fabric, 25 12x12 inch panels, 98x98 inches. (c)
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“Sunday Best” uses color, dress, and adornment as a way to take up space with conviction and
authority. Marjon Carlos, editor and journalist at Vogue, notes that “During the Civil Rights
era, the ‘Sunday Best’ look…brought a serious undertone to the proceedings and demanded
that the activists be taken seriously as citizens. [Community leaders such as Coretta Scott King
personified] grace under fire.
Women’s and civil rights activist Dorothy Height couldn’t be ignored in her signature church
hats—a vibrant and ladylike way to accessorize the professional business suits she wore when
taking on lawmakers on Capitol Hill.” What one wore was more than a physical choice. Fashion and style became more than a garment; they were tools that showed one was worthy of
dignity and respect. Ultimately, men and women wanted to have a voice and author their own
experiences – and they frequently did so through what they wore.
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process and product
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My first monoprint consists of elements from small paper collages. Combining
a variety of line weights and quick small-scale drawings, I start by collecting
magazine clippings from Home and Garden and Essence magazines. After cutting out the paper, I use gouache and pencil marks to create foliage and light
mark-making. Once the gouache dries, I use graphite to create more layers.
After more flora details are added, I add ripped paper and paint to the top of the
imagery. Then I adjust the image for scale and consider how big I want the flower to be. Afterwards, I cut digital pieces out of the composition in Photoshop.
From there, I build back into the negative space. After digitally printing on linen,
I use netallic pigment to cover the leaves and add texture to the fabric length.
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Monoprint 1
44” x 96”
printed on linen with
hand painted applcation
202141 | Soul Soiree
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The second monoprint in this series starts with watercolor paint used to loosely get an
idea of how to arrange the materials in space. In my process work, I focus primarily
on combining digital and analog processes by collaging found images from tear sheets
along with scenes from walks in nature.
I begin by ripping up painted paper and using it as the ground. I then collage rough
thumbnails from my sketchbook on top and paint over images and stencil shapes that
respond directly to the color when I screenprint. By painting over different areas using
a variety of mixed media, my goal is to bring vibrancy and texture to the material.
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Monstera Monoprint 2
44” x 108”
printed on linen with hand
painted mica flakes
2022
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In my third monoprint, I revisit one of my first large-scale collages. I start to use
the full fabric length to arrange stencil marks by combining textures and materials that capture light and place them next to dense areas of leaves.
After painting directly on top of the flowers using blank screens and direct application, I respond to the colors and paint over the flower buds and paint marks. I
add flocking and glitter to create more texture and depth in the landscape that is
printed on duchesse satin.
Monoprint 3
54” x 108”
Duchesse Satin with Glitter
and Flocking
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In my fourth monoprint, I only print a few specific areas highlighting the
flower buds. I create these fabric lengths that convey more of the warmth
from a spring day with hues of light blue and bright pink flower buds
reminiscent of the flowers I walk by on the way to the studio.

Monoprint 4
52” x 108”
Digitally Printed Cotton
Sateen with metallic stencils
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My thesis results in the development of four mixed media fabrics that
combine techniques like flocking, discharge, and hand-painting in various
areas. Eaach of the four patterns are large mixed media collages that intend
to capture the essence of joy through mark-making and colorful layering. I
create immersive landscapes inviting the viewer to become part of the mixed
media work.
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